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Preservation Essentials—Lynn Smith, Assistant Editor, Hoover Presidential Library
Recovery of Archives, Libraries, and Museums in Haiti
On	January	12,	a	devastating	earthquake	measuring	6.8	
on	 the	Richter	 scale	 severely	 damaged	Port	 au	Prince,	
Haiti,	and	killed	an	estimated	200,000	people.	After	two	
weeks,	rescue	efforts	turned	to	recovery	of	the	dead,	work	
to	save	the	injured,	and	providing	food,	water,	shelter,	and	
other	 necessities	 to	 approximately	 two	million	 people.	
While	the	human	toll	 in	the	disaster	 is	huge,	there	are	
efforts	 to	protect	 and	preserve	Haiti’s	 cultural	heritage	
found	in	archives,	libraries,	and	museums.	The	primary	
organization	doing	this	work	is	Blue	Shield.
No,	this	Blue	Shield	is	not	the	health	insurance	provider;	
it	 is	 a	multinational	 organization	whose	mission	 is	 to	
“work	to	protect	the	world’s	cultural	heritage	threatened	
by	armed	conflict,	natural	and	man-made	disasters.”	The	
roots	of	the	organization	are	found	in	the	1954	Hague	
Convention,	an	international	treaty	designed	to	protect	
cultural	 heritage	 sites	 during	wars.	The	 International	
Committee	of	the	Blue	Shield	was	founded	in	1996.	It	is	a	
collection	of	five	nongovernmental	organizations	(NGOs)	
that	work	with	archives	and	museums.	The	five	NGOs	are	
the	International	Council	on	Archives,	the	International	
Council	of	Museums,	the	International	Council	on	Monu-
ments	and	Sites,	the	International	Federation	of	Library	
Associations	 and	 Institutions,	 and	 the	Coordinating	
Council	of	Audiovisual	Archives	Associations.	Blue	Shield	
coordinates	international	organizations,	local	authorities,	
and	the	local	population	to	support	work	on	damage	as-
sessment	and	rebuilding.	The	actions	of	Blue	Shield	can	
also	be	followed	on-line:
•	Web	site:	http://www.blueshield.international.org/
•	 Facebook:	“Haiti	2010	Blue	Shield	Solidarity”	group
•	 Haiti-specific:	http://haiti2010.blueshield-international	
.org/
Eighteen	nations,	including	the	United	States,	have	na-
tional	committees,	and	eighteen	other	nations	are	working	
to	create	them.	The	U.S.	Committee	of	the	Blue	Shield	
was	founded	in	2006.	Its	core	goals	are:
•	 Coordinate	with	the	U.S.	military,	U.S.	government,	
and	 other	 cultural	 heritage	 organizations	 to	 protect	
cultural	property	worldwide	during	armed	conflict
•	 Promote	U.S.	 legal	protections	for	and	commitments	
to	cultural	property,	consistent	with	the	1954	Hague	
Convention	on	the	Protection	of	Cultural	Property	in	
the	Event	of	Armed	Conflict	and	its	Protocols
•	 Prepare	 and	maintain	 a	 database	 of	 volunteers	 to	
advise	and	assist	in	the	protection	of	cultural	property	
worldwide	damaged	or	threatened	by	armed	conflict
•	 Raise	public	awareness	about	the	importance	of	cultural	
property	as	the	shared	heritage	of	all	humankind
•	 Provide	advice	and	assistance	to	cultural	organizations	
in	emergency	planning	for	situations	involving	armed	
conflict
National	Committees	of	the	Blue	Shield	(United	States,	
France,	and	Germany)	are	working	with	their	partners	to	
establish	a	volunteer	team	to	go	to	Haiti	when	circum-
stances	allow	and	if	needed.	The	U.S.	Blue	Shield	Web	
site	is	http://www.uscbs.org/.
On	January	29,	the	United	Nations	Educational,	Scien-
tific,	and	Cultural	Organization	(UNESCO)	called	for	a	
ban	on	trade	in	Haitian	artifacts	to	prevent	pillaging	of	the	
country’s	cultural	heritage.	UNESCO	Director-General	
Irina	Bokova	wrote	to	the	secretary-general	of	the	United	
Nations,	Ban	Ki-moon,	asking	for	his	support	in	prevent-
ing	the	dispersion	of	Haiti’s	cultural	heritage.	“I	would	
be	most	grateful,”	she	wrote,	“if	you	would	request	Mr.	
John	Holmes,	your	Special	Envoy	for	Haiti	and	Under-
Secretary-General	for	Humanitarian	affairs,	as	well	as	the	
relevant	authorities	in	charge	of	the	overall	coordination	
of	UN	humanitarian	support	in	Port-au-Prince—the	UN	
Stabilization	Mission	 in	Haiti	 (MINUSTAH)	 and	 the	
Department	of	Peace	Keeping	Operations	(DPKO)—to	
ensure,	as	far	as	possible,	the	immediate	security	of	the	
sites	containing	these	artifacts.”
Bokova	 further	 asked	Ban	 to	 consider	 recommending	
that	the	Security	Council	adopt	a	resolution	instituting	a	
temporary	ban	on	the	trade	or	transfer	of	Haitian	cultural	
property.	The	director-general	also	suggested	that	institu-
tions	such	as	Interpol,	the	World	Customs	Organization,	
and	others	assist	in	the	implementation	of	such	a	ban.	In	
addition,	the	director-general	is	seeking	to	mobilize	the	
support	of	the	entire	international	community	and	of	art	
market	and	museum	professionals	in	enforcing	the	ban.	
“It	 is	 particularly	 important,”	 she	 urged	 in	 her	 letter,	
“to	verify	the	origin	of	cultural	property	that	might	be	
imported,	exported	and/or	offered	for	sale,	especially	on	
the	Internet.”
Referring	 to	UNESCO’s	 previous	 experiences	 in	Af-
ghanistan	and	Iraq,	Bokova	said	she	intended	to	draw	on	
national	and	international	experts	to	orient	and	coordinate	
the	assistance	required	to	protect	Haiti’s	cultural	heritage.	
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“This	heritage,”	she	insisted,	“is	an	invaluable	source	of	
identity	and	pride	for	the	people	on	the	island	and	will	be	
essential	to	the	success	of	their	national	reconstruction.”1
Note
1.	 “UNESCO	Calls	 for	 Ban	 on	 Trade	 in	Haitian	
Artefacts	 to	 Prevent	 Pillaging	 of	 the	 Country’s	
Cultural	Heritage,”	 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/
media-services/single-view/news/unesco_calls_for_
ban_on_trade_in_haitian_artefacts_to_prevent_
pillaging_of_the_countrys_cultural/back/18256/	
(accessed	February	14,	2010).
Editor’s Note:	 In	 response	 to	 the	 “Cold	Enough	 for	
the	Negatives?”	 article	 that	 appeared	 in	 the	 last	 issue,	
Katie	Mullen,	conservator	at	the	Indiana	State	Library,	
submitted	the	following	information	from	pages	65–66	
of	The Film Preservation Guide: The Basics for Archives, 
Libraries, and Museums,	http://www.filmpreservation.org/
preservation/film_guide.html:
“Because	 it	 is	 a	 potential	 fire	 hazard,	 cellulose	
nitrate	film	has	 special	 storage	needs.	The	Na-
tional	Fire	Protection	Association	(NFPA)	issues	
guidelines	 for	 the	 construction	of	 cabinets	 and	
vaults	for	storing	nitrate-based	motion	pictures.	
For	small	quantities—5	to	150	rolls	(25	to	750	
pounds),	it	recommends	steel	cabinets	with	a	built-
in	sprinkler	system	and	outside	venting	to	allow	
the	escape	of	gases	produced	by	decomposition.	
Larger-scale	storage	requires	special	compartmen-
talized	vaults.	For	nitrate	film,	the	ISO	standards	
recommend	 a	maximum	 temperature	 of	 36°F	
and	 relative	humidity	between	20%	and	30%.	
Many	localities	require	compliance	with	NFPA	
guidelines.	 It	 is	worth	 checking	with	 your	fire	
department	regarding	local	policy.	A	few	reels	of	
nitrate	film	can	be	stored	in	a	frost-free	freezer.	
Most	organizations,	however,	prefer	to	arrange	for	
off-site	commercial	storage	of	nitrate	motion	pic-
ture	films	or	transfer	to	archives	with	specialized	
facilities.	Whenever	possible,	nitrate	film	should	
not	be	stored	in	storage	vaults	with	safety	film.”
